Please see the message dated November 26, 2025 from the National Council of State
Boards of Nursing

The U.S. Department of Education (ED) is engaged in a rulemaking to implement changes
to student loan programs enacted under the One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA, Public Law
119-21). This includes a proposal to update the regulatory definition of “professional
degree,” which will determine whether post-baccalaureate students have access to
the higher of two new federal loan borrowing limits.

This rulemaking is most relevant to nursing students pursuing master’s and doctorate-
level graduate education, i.e., Master of Science in Nursing (MSN), Doctor of Nursing
Practice (DNP), and research-focused PhD nursing programs. The new rule generally would
not impact undergraduate or associate’s level nursing programs.

Legislative Background: Student loan provisions under the OBBBA are set to go into effect
onlJuly 1, 2026. Prior to its enactment, there was little distinction between graduate and
professional federal student loan borrowing limits for non-physician post-baccalaureate
degrees. Students could borrow up to the cost of attendance via federal unsubsidized
loans and the Grad Plus loan program. With the enactment of OBBBA, Congress is
eliminating the Grad Plus loan program and has established new borrowing caps for
graduate federal unsubsidized loans as listed below.

e Professional programs cap: Up to $50,000/year, $200,000 lifetime borrowing limit.
e Other graduate programs cap: Up to $20,500/year, $100,000 lifetime borrowing
limit.

Regulatory Background: Existing regulation at 34 CFR § 668.2(b) defines professional
degree as encompassing both academic requirements for practicing in a profession and a

need for professional skill beyond that normally required for a bachelor's. It notes
professional licensure is also generally required and includes examples that “include but
are not limited to” pharmacy, dentistry, chiropractors, law, medicine, and theology. The
regulation is not an exhaustive list nor does it expressly include nursing. Since graduate
and professional students could borrow up to the full cost of attendance, the definition had
limited real world impact.

As ED prepares to implement the new law’s loan limits, it is now engaged in an ongoing
rulemaking that proposes refining the professional degree definition. A proposal released

earlier this month by an agency-convened negotiated rulemaking committee excludes
post-baccalaureate nursing degrees from its new definition of professional degree.


https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwww.ecfr.gov%2fcurrent%2ftitle-34%2fsubtitle-B%2fchapter-VI%2fpart-668%2fsubpart-A%2fsection-668.2&c=E,1,pDpl3blN9fRAPKwLxRT1Wg_HIqlETp3b2eyl8bCtNAX0mUAinylODtiGKb01UAu_Clzg6nx2a00j3tm-aHht-AROoUVJrxaRklcAXor-e3H7A4MqmvPpP2sX&typo=1
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-concludes-negotiated-rulemaking-session-implement-one-big-beautiful-bill-acts-loan-provisions
https://www.ed.gov/about/news/press-release/us-department-of-education-concludes-negotiated-rulemaking-session-implement-one-big-beautiful-bill-acts-loan-provisions

Status: The rule is not yet final. The agency’s negotiated regulatory process is a two-step
process. This first part concluded earlier this month with the release of the committee’s
proposal. The second part of the rulemaking will occur in the coming weeks when ED
announces a formal Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) and public comment
period. ED expects to finalize the new rule early next year.

NCSBN will continue to monitor developments closely. We will update you when the NPRM
is announced and provide additional information for members who are interested in
providing comments to the Department of Education. For your additional reference, talking
points regarding potential impacts are attached, along with prior comment letters NCSBN
signed on to with the Nursing Community Coalition. Over a dozen nursing organizations
have also launched a petition on this matter.
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